Rachel dwells in a void obsessed by her fears and inhibitions,
She is desperate and in need of reaching out so as to touch some life outside her own and yet she is bound by the negative imperatives that make up her own emotional life : the chafing ties of duty to her mother, the frustration of her surrogate maternal affection for young James Doherty whom she teaches, and the guilt of her obsessive sexual fantasies.
She is full of fear of everything within her claustrophobic circle of hell, and of anything outside of it. She speaks first as she stands looking out of the window of her grade two classroom at the children in the school yard. She is walled in by glass from even the illusion of freedom that their play presents, and she is desperately afraid of her own shadow fears and fantasies. The first page of the book tells us of Rachel's tormented, present state of near hysteria :
The wind blows low, the wind blows high
The snow comes falling from the sky Rachel Cameron says she'll die
For the want of the golden city She is handsome, she is pretty, She is the queen of the golden city - 
Even the conservative society of Manawaka forces her to develop a low self-esteem herself. She wants to escape from society in her dreams as it repressed her feelings. When she fantasies her lover entering her, the locale is either a forest or a beach because "it has to be right away from everywhere. Otherwise she may be seen" (24).
Rachel finds herself in a gaudy Hollywood orgy in ancient
Egypt.
In real life, when she surrenders to Nick, her lover, when the two are outside the town.
To some extent it is so because the narrow, cramped atmosphere of Manawaka offers no scope to Rachel to come into contact with men who are intellectually her equals. Besides, at this stage, she lacks the moral strength to confront life on her own terms.
Instead, long accustomed to the town's expectations, she has readily accepted its value systems. Rachel accepts, thus, the conventional notion that a woman is crippled without a husband to depend upon for emotional, financial and sexual needs. Such an attitude leads Rachel to hide facts from her mother.
She does not tell her mother that she is accompanying Calla to the Tabernacle. Later, when Nick phones her up, she wishes that the mother had not answered the phone so that she could have told her that Calla was ill and that she was going there. What Rachel dreads is her mother. Rachel's story is told as first person narration.
It is the story of women trapped in a prison partly of her own making. But the prison here is more tightly locked.
Hagar of The Stone Angel, Stacey of "The Fire-Dwellers," and Morag Gunn in "The Diviners" travel to Vancouver, England, Toronto.
We never see Rachel anywhere but in her home town, except for the trip to the hospital, she makes her break for freedom exists mostly in the future.
Her prison is so difficult to get out of because it is made from virtues gone sour. Rachel alternates between the two poles of courage and desperation. At the end, she realizes the childishness of her own mother, and her inability to offer emotional safety.
She acknowledges our human, necessary limitations.
